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NANOPILLAR FIELD-EFFECT AND
JUNCTION TRANSISTORS WITH
FUNCTIONALIZED GATE AND BASE
ELECTRODES

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

The present application claims priority to U.S. Provisional
Patent Application No. 61/675,637, filed on Jul. 25, 2012, the
disclosure of which is incorporated herein by reference in its
entirety.

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present disclosure relates to semiconductor structures
for molecular sensing applications. More particularly, it
relates to transistors with functionalized gate and/or base
electrodes.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS

The accompanying drawings, which are incorporated into
and constitute a part of this specification, illustrate one or
more embodiments of the present disclosure and, together
with the description of example embodiments, serve to
explain the principles and implementations of the disclosure.

FIG. 1 depicts a cross-section geometry of an exemplary
embodiment of a field-effect transistor with a functionalized
gate.

FIG. 2 depicts an exemplary embodiment of a MOSFET
with antibodies bound to the functionalized gate.

FIG. 3 depicts an exemplary embodiment of a MOSFET
with antigens bound to antibodies on the functionalized gate.

FIG. 4 depicts an exemplary embodiment of a jFET sensor.

FIG. 5 depicts an exemplary embodiment of a BJT sensor.

FIG. 6 depicts an exemplary embodiment of a circuit to
sense the signal from a field-effect transistor sensor.

SUMMARY

According to a first aspect of the disclosure, a structure for
sensing molecules is described, the structure comprising: a
semiconductor substrate; a source region in the semiconduc-
tor substrate, the source region comprising a first doped semi-
conductor region; a drain region in the semiconductor sub-
strate, the drain region comprising a second doped
semiconductor region; a source electrode, contacted to the
source region; a drain electrode, contacted to the drain region;
an insulating layer, covering at least in part the source elec-
trode, and/or the drain electrode, and/or the source region,
and/or the drain region, and/or the semiconductor substrate;
anoxide layer, covering a substrate region between the source
region and the drain region; a nanopillar gate region, contact-
ing the oxide layer; and a functionalized layer on top of the
nanopillar.

According to a second aspect of the disclosure, a structure
for sensing molecules is described, the structure comprising:
a semiconductor substrate; an emitter region in the semicon-
ductor substrate, the emitter region comprising a first doped
semiconductor region; a base region in the semiconductor
substrate, the base region comprising a second doped semi-
conductor region; a collector region in the semiconductor
substrate, the collector region comprising a third doped semi-
conductor region; an emitter electrode, contacted to the emit-
ter region; a collector electrode, contacted to the collector
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2

region; a nanopillar, contacting the base region; and a func-
tionalized layer on top of the nanopillar.

According to a third aspect of the disclosure, a structure for
sensing molecules is described, the structure comprising: a
semiconductor substrate; a source region in the semiconduc-
tor substrate, the source region comprising a first doped semi-
conductor region; a drain region in the semiconductor sub-
strate, the drain region comprising a second doped
semiconductor region; a source electrode, contacted to the
source region; a drain electrode, contacted to the drain region;
an insulating layer, covering at least in part the source elec-
trode, and/or the drain electrode, and/or the source region,
and/or the drain region, and/or the semiconductor substrate; a
nanopillar gate region, contacting a substrate region between
the source region and the drain region; and a functionalized
layer on top of the nanopillar.

DESCRIPTION OF EXAMPLE EMBODIMENTS

Described herein are various embodiments in the field of
electronics that are directed at the detection of a specific
target.

The terms “detect” or “detection” as used herein indicates
the determination of the existence, presence or fact of a spe-
cific target in a limited portion of space, including but not
limited to a sample, a reaction mixture, or other limited por-
tion of space identifiable to a skilled person upon a reading of
the present disclosure. The detection can be quantitative or
qualitative. A detection is “quantitative” when it refers to,
relates to, or involves the measurement of quantity or amount
of the target or signal (also referred as quantitation), which
includes but is not limited to any analysis designed to deter-
mine the amounts or proportions of the target or signal. Detec-
tion is “qualitative” when it refers to, relates to, or involves
identification of a quality or kind of the target or signal in
terms of relative abundance to another target or signal, which
is not quantified.

The term “target” as used herein indicates an analyte of
interest that is to be detected. The term “analyte” refers to a
substance, compound, moiety, or component whose presence
or absence in a sample is to be detected. Analytes include but
are not limited to molecules and biomolecules. The term
“biomolecule” as used herein indicates a substance, com-
pound or component associated with a biological environ-
ment including but not limited to sugars, amino acids, pep-
tides, proteins, and oligonucleotides/nucleic acids.

In the field of electronics, transistors have been used as
voltage-current and current-current transducers. For molecu-
lar sensing applications, it is known that certain molecules
bind effectively to metals when those metals are functional-
ized by chemical and/or biological agents. In some cases,
molecules can even bind to metals without any additional
layer. In the present disclosure, methods and devices are
described, where transistors are actuated by non-electronic
means, by functionalizing the terminal contacts of the tran-
sistors, for example gate, base, and drain of a MOSFET, with
chemical and biological agents. Any number of contacts can
be functionalized, from only one to all of them. By function-
alizing the gate/base of nanopillar transistors, it is possible to
sense biological and chemical targets of interest.

Nano-scale fabrication allows for the fabrication of tran-
sistors in various shapes and sizes. For instance, silicon fea-
tures can be etched in high height:width aspect ratios. Nano-
pillar structures with aspect ratios ranging from 1:1 to 100:1
can be used to create high surface area contacts. A high
surface area contact can be advantageous for molecular sens-
ing applications. These transistors structures can be further
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shaped to create a variety of three-dimensional geometries.
Some geometries can be more efficient at sensing certain
molecules, or in specific sensing environments. Nanopillar
transistors can be fabricated by standard semiconductor fab-
rication techniques, commonly known to the person skilled in
the art.

In some embodiments, the binding compound for captur-
ing a target for detection can be an antibody. The term “anti-
body” as used herein refers to a protein of the kind that is
produced by activated B cells after stimulation by an antigen
and can bind specifically to the antigen promoting an immune
response in biological systems. Full antibodies typically con-
sist of four subunits including two heavy chains and two light
chains. The term antibody includes natural and synthetic anti-
bodies, including but not limited to monoclonal antibodies,
polyclonal antibodies or fragments thereof or derivative
thereof. The terms “fragment” as used herein with reference
to antibody indicates any portion of an antibody that retain an
immunogenic activity characteristic of the antibody. The term
“derivative” as used herein with reference to an antibody,
indicates a molecule that is structurally related to the antibody
and is derivable from the antibody by a modification that
introduces a feature that is not present in the antibody while
retaining functional properties of the antibody. Accordingly, a
derivative antibody, or of any fragment thereof, FaB or scFv,
usually differs from the original antibody or fragment thereof
by modification of the amino acidic sequence that might or
might not be associated with an additional function not
present in the original antibody or fragment thereof. Methods
to provide derivative and to test the ability of the derivative to
retain the one or more functional properties are identifiable by
a skilled person. Exemplary antibodies include IgA, IgD,
1gG1, 1gG2, 1gG3, IgM and the like. Exemplary fragments
include Fab Fv, Fab' F(ab")2 scFV, single chain antibodies and
the like. A monoclonal antibody is an antibody that specifi-
cally binds to and is thereby defined as complementary to a
single particular spatial and polar organization of another
biomolecule which is termed an “epitope”. In some forms,
monoclonal antibodies can also have the same structure. A
polyclonal antibody refers to a mixture of different mono-
clonal antibodies. In some forms, polyclonal antibodies can
be a mixture of monoclonal antibodies where at least two of
the monoclonal antibodies binding to a different antigenic
epitope. The different antigenic epitopes can be on the same
target, different targets, or a combination. Antibodies can be
prepared by techniques that are well known in the art, such as
immunization of a host and collection of sera (polyclonal) or
by preparing continuous hybridoma cell lines and collecting
the secreted protein (monoclonal).

The term “binding compound” or “capture agent’ as used
herein indicates a molecule that can specifically bind to a
target, e.g. through the specific binding of one or more of
molecule binding sites. Binding compounds herein described
can include molecules of various chemical natures such as
polypeptides (e.g. antibodies or receptors), polynucleotides
(e.g. DNA or RNA) and/or small molecules (e.g. aptamers),
as well as other molecules capable of specific binding iden-
tifiable by a skilled person upon reading of the present dis-
closure. In some embodiments, an antibody or antibody frag-
ment can be used to specifically bind or capture a molecule for
detection.

In some embodiments the target and/or the binding com-
pound for detection can be a protein or a polynucleotide. The
term “protein” as used herein indicates a polypeptide with a
particular secondary and tertiary structure that can interact
with and in particular bind another analyte and in particular,
with other biomolecules including other proteins, DNA,

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

4

RNA, lipids, metabolites, hormones, chemokines, and small
molecules. The term “polypeptide” as used herein indicates
an amino acid polymer of any length including full length
proteins and peptides, as well as analogs and fragments
thereof. A polypeptide of three or more amino acids is also
called a protein oligomer, peptide or oligopeptide. In particu-
lar, the terms “peptide” and “oligopeptide” usually indicate a
polypeptide with less than 50 amino acid monomers. As used
herein the term “amino acid”, “amino acidic monomer”, or
“amino acid residue” refers to any of the twenty naturally
occurring amino acids, non-natural amino acids, and artificial
amino acids and includes both D an L optical isomers.

The term “polynucleotide” as used herein indicates an
organic polymer composed of two or more monomers includ-
ing nucleotides, nucleosides or analogs thereof. The term
“nucleotide” refers to any of several compounds that consist
of'aribose or deoxyribose sugar joined to a purine or pyrimi-
dine base and to a phosphate group and that is the basic
structural unit of nucleic acids. The term “nucleoside” refers
to a compound (such as guanosine or adenosine) that consists
of'a purine or pyrimidine base combined with deoxyribose or
ribose and is found especially in nucleic acids. The term
“nucleotide analog” or “nucleoside analog” refers respec-
tively to a nucleotide or nucleoside in which one or more
individual atoms have been replaced with a different atom or
with a different functional group. Accordingly, the term
“polynucleotide” includes nucleic acids of any length, and in
particular DNA, RNA, analogs and fragments thereof.

FIG. 1 illustrates an embodiment of a nanopillar metal-
oxide-semiconductor field-effect transistor (MOSFET) with
a functionalized gate, which can be used for molecular sens-
ing (100). The semiconductor sensor (100) can be fabricated
using standard CMOS fabrication techniques, as well as inno-
vative techniques in pinch-off oxidation and electron-beam
annealing of dopants which are known to the person skilled in
the art.

The structure (100) of FIG. 1 is fabricated on a semicon-
ductor substrate (105). For example, a silicon substrate can be
used, but also other semiconductors can be used as under-
stood by the person skilled in the art. The structure (100)
includes a source (110) and a drain (112). The source (110)
and drain (112) may be fabricated, for example, by doping the
substrate (105). The source (110) and drain (112) can be
contacted electrically by electrical interconnects (114) for the
source and (116) for the drain. For example, contacts (114)
and (116) may be fabricated with metals.

A passivation layer (120) prevents unwanted electrical
conduction with contacts (114) and (116). An insulating layer
(122) may surround the substrate (105) for insulating pur-
poses. By way of example and not of limitation, the insulating
layer (122) may be silicon oxide, for the case of silicon
substrates.

The gate structure (130) of the MOSFET sensor can have
different geometries. The example of FIG. 1 is intended as
exemplary, and other shapes can be used. Different height:
width aspect ratios may be used, depending on the applica-
tion. The gate (130) can be surrounded by an insulating layer
(135), for example silicon oxide for the case of silicon sub-
strates.

The structure (100) can comprise a functionalized layer
(140). Such layer can have different compositions. It canbe a
single metallic layer, for example gold, as some molecules are
known in the art to functionally bind to gold. Other function-
alized layers can be used, which may bind to a wider or
narrower range of molecules. Molecules of interest can com-
prise gases such as nitrogen, as well as biological molecules
of interest in biosensing application, such as, for example,
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polynucleotides or proteins. The functionalized layer (140)
can be a single layer, or a composite layer such as a matrix
including nanoparticles, or a multiple layer structure, such as
a bilayer.

In another example, DNA can be linked to gold or platinum
nanoparticles on the functionalized layer and can be used in
the specific capture of protein. Procedures can be done to
immobilize DNA or RNA to the gold or platinum surface
through a thiol linker, as is known to persons skilled in the art.
Surface immobilization of nucleic acids can be used as a
biosensor assay in order to capture specific nucleic acid bind-
ing proteins, or if the nucleic acid that is bound to the layer is
single stranded, it can be used to bind its hybridization partner
in solution. When target molecules bind to the functionalized
layer, the voltage signal caused by the binding of the mol-
ecules triggers a signal current in the circuit, as can be under-
stood by the person skilled in the art. The test for specific
protein binding can be assayed by using different lengths of
the specific DNA bound to the layer in order to verify the
binding characteristics of the protein in question.

When a target molecule binds to the functionalized layer
(140), an electric charge is induced in the gate (130), leading
to the formation of an inversion channel underneath the gate
oxide (135). The gate oxide (135) electrically insulates the
gate (135) from the substrate (105), the source (110) and the
drain (112). The mechanism leading to a formation of an
inversion channel underneath the gate (135) mimics the stan-
dard mode of operation of MOSFETs, which is well known to
the person skilled the art.

By modulating the concentration of a target molecule at the
functionalized layer (140) of gate (130), it is possible to
transduce a range of currents from the source (110) to the
drain (116). In this way, it is possible to detect and amplify
concentrations of target molecules in an analyte of interest.
Therefore, it can be possible, for example, to detect concen-
trations of molecules in a liquid, or gas.

FIG. 2 illustrates an exemplary embodiment of the struc-
ture of FIG. 1 with an antibody-functionalized layer on the
gate. Antibodies (205) are bound to the functionalized gate
electrode (210).

FIG. 3 illustrates an exemplary embodiment of antigen
capture. An antigen (305) binds to an antibody (310) on the
functionalized layer (315). When an antigen (305) binds to an
antibody (310) on the functionalized layer (315), an electric
charge is induced in the gate (320), leading to the formation of
an inversion channel (325) underneath the gate oxide (330).
Through such method, an electrical signal is triggered
through the formation of an inversion channel (325) in the
MOSFET, which is associated with the binding of molecules
on the functionalized layer (315).

FIG. 4 illustrates another exemplary embodiment, where
the nanopillar transistor (400) has no gate oxide. In this
embodiment, an electric field between the pillar head (405)
and the substrate (410) can modulate the current from the
source (415) to the drain (420). As it is known to the person
skilled in the art, this mode of operation mimics a junction
field effect transistor (jFET). Such a transistor can be func-
tionalized, through a functionalized layer (425), with biologi-
cal and chemical agents for target detection, similarly to the
other embodiments of this disclosure.

FIG. 5 illustrates a further exemplary embodiment, where
the sensor (500) is based on a nanopillar bipolar junction
transistor (BJT) with a functionalized base electrode. In this
configuration, the emitter (505), base (510) and collector
(515) form a bipolar junction transistor, as known by the
person skilled in the art. For example, the emitter (505) can be
an n-doped semiconductor, the base (510) can be a p-doped
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semiconductor, and the collector (515) can be an n-doped
semiconductor. The emitter is electrically contacted by a con-
tact (520), for example a metal, while the collector is con-
tacted by a contact (525). A nanopillar (530) is contacted to
the base (510). A functionalized layer (535) can be present on
top of the nanopillar (530). The functionalized layer can
operate similarly to the other embodiments of the disclosure,
such as in FIG. 3. The functionalized layer (535) can be
fabricated on top of the nanopillar (530), or on the sides. The
nanopillar can have different shapes, not limited to rectangu-
lar, cylindrical and tapered. When a target molecule is cap-
tured by the functionalized layer (535), a current is injected
into the base region (510), which can cause the BIT to operate
in forward active conduction. Therefore, an electrical signal
is associated with the presence of specific target molecules on
the functionalized layer (535).

In the embodiments described in the disclosure, an elec-
trode triggers an electrical signal when a molecule is captured
by a functionalized layer, such as layer (535) in FIG. 5, or
layer (315) in FIG. 3. This electrode can be composed of a
variety of materials, including (but not limited to), silicon,
silicon oxide, sapphire, aluminum, copper, rhodium, gallium,
palladium, platinum, iridium, Ag—AgCl, and gold. Proper
selection of electrode material will allow for selective binding
of chemical and biological agents to the target molecules,
allowing for electrical detection of target molecules of inter-
est. Alternatively, the gate electrode material can be used to
directly facilitate electrochemical reactions on its surface. For
example, Pt—PtRu gate contacts can be used to characterize
methanol oxidation/reduction.

The method described in the disclosure can be extended to
allow for other types of detection. For example, bonding of
chemical and biological agents to the functionalized layers
described in the disclosure can be used for detection of dif-
ferent target molecules, including (but not limited to), hydro-
carbon groups for glucose detection, hydrocarbon mem-
branes for methanol detection, and chemical structures for
H;0" and H* detection.

In other embodiments, the functionalized layer comprises
chi-selective and epsilon-selective materials. The method of
the disclosures can be further used for magnetic and electrical
detection of a variety of target molecules (e.g. hemoglobin,
DNA).

In one embodiment, a configuration of a nanopillar MOS-
FET transistor involves the functionalization of the gate elec-
trode with monoclonal antibodies. These antibodies are
bound to the gate electrode using epoxide chemistries. When
the antigen capture occurs, there will be a conformational
change in the structure of the antibody. This conformational
change, in conjunction with the proximity of the target anti-
gen to the gate, induces a charge in the gate electrode. This
charge creates a channel below the gate oxide, turning ON the
MOSFET.

By way of example and not of limitation, the antibodies
attached to the functionalized layer of FIG. 2 and FIG. 3 can
also be used to indirectly capture targets by initially being
bound to a specific antigen that is specific for binding a
particular molecule. The antigen that is specific for binding a
particular molecule can have multiple binding sites that are
not affected in binding a specific molecule when it is bound to
the antibody on the functionalized layer. Said molecule of
interest can be a specific nucleic acid sequence, such as one of
DNA or RNA sequence, or a particular protein of interest.
When the antigen that is bound to the antibody captures a
specific molecule of interest, a conformational change occurs
in the structure of the antigen that is translated to the bound
antibody, thus inducing a charge in the gate electrode, thereby
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creating a channel below the gate oxide, turning ON the
MOSFET. By way of example and not of limitation, a DNA
binding protein such as a transcription factor can be bound to
the antibody in order to capture a specific DNA sequence.

The fabrication of the nanopillar transistors can be com-
pletely CMOS compatible, a clear advantage as known to the
person skilled in the art, as it allows for the integration of the
functionalized transistors with conventional transistors on a
single semiconductor substrate. For instance, a functional-
ized nanopillar FET can be contacted with CMOS transistors
to code for a small signal gate voltage into a large signal
current. An exemplary circuit to realize this embodiment is
illustrated in FIG. 6. In FIG. 6, a functionalized-gate p-chan-
nel field effect transistor (605) is shown. A source voltage
(610) and drain voltage (615) are provided for the operation
of circuit (600).

When target molecules bind to the functionalized layer of
transistor (605), the voltage signal caused by the binding of
the molecules triggers a signal current in the circuit (600), as
can be understood by the person skilled in the art. Since the
nanopillar transistors can be compatible with CMOS fabrica-
tion techniques, a monolithic integration of functionalized
transistors with conventional electronics on single semicon-
ducting substrate is possible.

The examples set forth above are provided to those of
ordinary skill in the art a complete disclosure and description
ot how to make and use the embodiments of the gamut map-
ping of the disclosure, and are not intended to limit the scope
of what the inventor/inventors regard as their disclosure.

Modifications of the above-described modes for carrying
out the methods and systems herein disclosed are obvious to
persons of skill in the art and are intended to be within the
scope of the following claims. All patents and publications
mentioned in the specification are indicative of the levels of
skill ofthose skilled in the art to which the disclosure pertains.
All references cited in this disclosure are incorporated by
reference to the same extent as if each reference had been
incorporated by reference in its entirety individually.

It is to be understood that the disclosure is not limited to
particular methods or systems, which can, of course, vary. It
is also to be understood that the terminology used herein is for
the purpose of describing particular embodiments only, and is
not intended to be limiting. As used in this specification and
the appended claims, the singular forms “a,” “an,” and “the”
include plural referents unless the content clearly dictates
otherwise. The term “plurality” includes two or more refer-
ents unless the content clearly dictates otherwise. Unless
defined otherwise, all technical and scientific terms used
herein have the same meaning as commonly understood by
one of ordinary skill in the art to which the disclosure pertains.

A number of embodiments of the disclosure have been
described. Nevertheless, it will be understood that various
modifications may be made without departing from the spirit
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and scope of the present disclosure. Accordingly, other
embodiments are within the scope of the following claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A structure for sensing molecules, the structure compris-
ing:

a semiconductor substrate;

a source region in the semiconductor substrate, the source

region comprising a first doped semiconductor region;

a drain region in the semiconductor substrate, the drain
region comprising a second doped semiconductor
region;

a source electrode, contacted to the source region;

a drain electrode, contacted to the drain region;

a first insulating layer, covering at least in part one or more
of the source electrode, the drain electrode, the source
region, the drain region, and the semiconductor sub-
strate;

a nanopillar, covered by a second insulating layer on bot-
tom and lateral areas of the nanopillar and formed
between the source region and the drain region; and

a functionalized gate electrode on a top area of the nano-
pillar.

2. The structure of claim 1, wherein the shape of the nano-

pillar is a cylindrical shape.

3. The structure of claim 1, wherein the functionalized gate
electrode comprises two layers, or a matrix layer containing
nanoparticles.

4. The structure of claim 1, wherein the functionalized gate
electrode is made from a material selected from a group
consisting of silicon, silicon oxide, sapphire, aluminum, cop-
per, rhodium, gallium, palladium, platinum, iridium,
Ag—AgCl, gold, and Pt—PtRu.

5. The structure of claim 1, wherein the nanopillar is con-
figured to directly facilitate electrochemical reactions on its
surface.

6. The structure of claim 1, wherein the functionalized gate
electrode comprises antibodies for antigen capture.

7. The structure of claim 1, wherein the functionalized gate
electrode can bind to molecules, wherein the molecules com-
prise chemical and biological molecules.

8. The structure of claim 7, wherein the biological mol-
ecules comprise DNA.

9. A method for detecting molecules with the structure of
claim 1, the method comprising:

providing a gas and/or fluid solution;

contacting the solution to the functionalized gate electrode;

detecting the molecules based on an electrical signal
between the source region and the drain region.

10. The structure of claim 1, wherein the shape of the

nanopillar is a rectangular shape.

11. The structure of claim 1, wherein the shape of the
nanopillar is a tapered shape.
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